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ABSTRACT 

Knowledge about guns and the relation between play 
with guns and aggressivity was assessed in a group of 5-9 year old 
children. Each child was questioned about his gun play and his 
understanding of guns after he was shown a display of two toy and two 
real guns. This data was then correlated wit a teacher rating of 
aggression for each child. Children's play with guns was not 
significantly related to their rated aggressiveness. Further, the | 
children were not able to discriminate reliably between toy and real 
guns and they held sose distorted beliefs about guns. The results are 
discussed in tens of the aggressive cue hypothesis. (Author) 
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One of the most controveralal exnlanatlona for a^^resslve hehavlor tn 
rsJ Individuals Is the apjitreflslve cue hvnothcnlfl (TSerkm^itz , lOf?: lor^A) . 

O According to this hvnothesls certain stimuli, of x^lch Runs are a waior 

Q category, function as cues In ellcltlnf appresslve behavior, nrovlded 

^ that the Individual la aroused and not stronRly Inhibited, trhen the 

stlnuluh Is a pun, this aRgresslon can be viewed as a conditioned resnonsc 
idilch not onlv functions as a cue, but also nrovldes the a^rtssor vrtth a 
means of agfrresslon. Thus BerkowltR (lf»68) su«»«»ests "...''uns not onlv 
nermlt violence, thev can «tlmul«te It as veil, The finder mtlls the 
trlrpter. but the trlf»j»er mav aJso be '>ullln<» the finper" (n. 22). 

Berkowlta (196^?, 1*^70) has used the controversial 'Vteanons effect" 
renorted In the RerkoWita and LePaRe (l^fi?) studv as the basis of bis 
fyldence for the apRresslve cue hvnothesis. lierkovlta and LePape found 
that collepe moles vMo xrere angered administered more shocks to their 
nartner (I.e., a confederate) when a shotpun and rtistol i^ere on the 
^ table rlth the shock kev than rhen onlv the flhock Vev vas on the t«ble 

^ or tT.To badminton rackets vcre nlaced next to t^e kev. Ilorever. nttemnts 

O to renllcate the 'Vreanons effect" rcnerallv have met ^.rlth fallurft. 

Page and Scheldt (l^7\) obtained the effect vlth collepe students onlv 
V) when these students vere avare of the revenue Imnllcations. This result. 



according to Pape and Scheldt (l'^71), Indicates that the 'VreanonR effect" 
Is contaminated bv den*and characteristics. 

Perhaftfl the most extensive test of the reanons effect Is that renorted 
by Btisst Booker, and Buss (107?.) who conducted a aeries of five studies 
where collef»e sublects shocked a confederate for waklnR errors In a leamlnn 
task. In the first studv where half of the suhiects shot an air rifle 
nrloT to enpapilng In the learning task, Muss et al. found no significant 
differences In the nunber of shocks administered. This non-slgnlf leant 
finding also appeared In a second study vihere the sublects shot a heaw 
platol. Some evidence of a weanons effect occurred In a third studv when 
the suh.lects had a history of weanons use (e.g., hunted, etc.) , but non- 
user subjects increased the Intensltv of the shock more than users. A 
fourth studv found that firing the pistol had a verv slight effect on gun 
users. In a fifth study which used the same procedure as that renorted bv 
Berkowltjs and lePage, Buss et al. observed that the nresence o* weanons 
resulted In a decrease In the nunber of shocks given the confederate. 
In general, the research bv Buss, Booker and Buss (107?) nresents Uttle 
evidence to support the aggressive cue hvpothests. 

Interestlnglv, the aggressive cue hv^othesla has not received much 
attention In the aggression research with children, ^eshback (IW) 
reported that loir aggressive bo^^s, but not girls, showed Increased aggressive- 
ness In a free plav situation after slaving with aggressive tovs such 
as guns. The high aggressive groun shW'Ted little change. A more 
definitive test of guns as an aggressive stimulus was conducted bv Malllck 
and McCandless (1966) . Third grade children were frustrated or not 
frustrated and then placed In an activity when thev nhot a nlav gun at a 
human or animal target, a bullseve, or solved arithmetic problems . The 
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aubieets were then given «n onnortunlty ^or revenue bv flhocV.lnp their 
fruttrator. t^lle fruatrated aublecta pave more abockfl than the nonfruatratad 
aublecta, ahootlnp a pun did not Influence si pr-'f leant Tv afspreanlvc acores. 
In a aecond atudy, aub.leeta In the apgreaalve vl x^ with puna condition pave 
wore ahocka than those children vho dlacuaaed the fruatrator'a behavior 
with the experimenter, but the effect vaa not significant . 

Although neither the Feahback nor the Malllok and ^^cCandleaa studies 
aunoort the agpresslve cue hvnotheala, one could argue that the duration 
of contact with the appreaalve stimulus was not long enough. Busa et al. 
(1972) found some evidence of a wcanona effect onlv amonw those sublecta 
with a hlatorv of pun use. I'eshback'a aubiecta rlaved with aggressive 
tova for a 21 minute nerlcd once a week for four weeks. Children In the 
Mallick and McCandless stuaw onlv had an cl«>ht ..ilnute nerlod of 8b-.>tlnp 
• gun. Slmllarlv. a long nerlod of exnoaure to violence In television 
over time seems to Influence agpreaslvencss In children (e.g. Eron, LeH'owlta, 
Hueaman, & Walder, 1972). Therefore, the effect of guns on a^grcaalve 
bahavlor may be more evident among thoae chll<'rcn with a hlotorv of «l«v 
with guns. 

The aim o^ the present studv was to Investlrnte the relationship bettreen 
children's play with punw and their agpresslvltv, and also to aasess the 
extent of children's kno<»ledpe about Runs. ?o^»8 nnd plrls apes 5 to l*^ 
years r;ere ahotm a dlsnla^ two toy and tfo real puns and asked a series 
of questions to determine their Vnovrledpe about guns and the extent o' their 
pun play. Measures of the chi.ti"« verbal, and phvslcal a<»«»resslvenesfl were 
obtained from teacher ratlnu'i the child. Based on the previous discussion, 
it was predicted that; 

(1) children who nlav with p'in.'i are more appresslve* 
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(2) children's knowledpe about ftuns IncreAses vith ap,e. 

Method 

Subjects 

The 8ub.1ect8 vere 73 largely middle class children 07 havn and 36 plrls) 
ranging from 5-10 vears of age. The children were grouned Into the follflid.nR 
age cate«orles! 5-6 vear olds (X - f^BA^' s^ - ^.P'^! jj - 3 bovs and fl girls) t 
6-7 year olds (X - 77.69 • s^- 3.36? n - B bovs and R girls) r 7-P vear 
olds (X - 88.64: ^- 3.00! t^- 0 bovs and 5 girls): 8-0 vear olds (X - 
99.20: 8 - 2.64: n - 7 bovs and 7 Klrls) ? and 9-10 vear olds (X - 114.39: 
8 • 5,06; n 10 bovs and 8 girls). The subjects were white with the 
•xcentlon of three 5-6 vear old black children. The sublects were randomlv 
selected from a nre-school In a lo»^er middle class area and an elementary 
sdiool in a middle class suburban area. All o*" the sublects were of 
average ip or higher. 
Stimulus Plsfflav 

During the course of the Interview each of the sublects was ouestloned 
about four guns which were dlsnlaved on the table at TJhlch the sublect was 
atatad. TVo of the RurtS were tov or nlav t»uns and consisted of a rifle 
and a nlstol. The other two <«!uns were a 22 caliber nlstol and a 22 caliber 
rifle. The guns were labeled A through D with a tane label. Each 
ai&ject was nermlttcd to look rt the guns, but not to nick them un since 
thalr different weights nav have Influenced the subject's responses to 
questions about the guns. The tov rifle and the real rifle were oulte 
similar In annearance and both the tov and real nlstols had Ivorv handles. 
Procedure 

Each of the sub.lects was Intervlwred lndlvldu?liv, bv the senior 
author, In a. small room where he/she was seated at a table containing the 
gim dlsulav. All of the Interviews were recorded on a cassette recorder. 
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The children vere aekeA a series of 16 nuestloni^ relating! to ffunn and 
their understanding, of ^xinn. Each child was Bneclflcallv naked If thev 
f)laTed with ffuna, the tvnea of ^uns thev nlaved t^th, v»heth«r their 
father had fi^uns at home, vhat type of neonle use nms^ mid what ^uns 
are used for. Then the subiect's attention waa focused on the pun 
display • The subject was asked: what h^nnened when one tras 6'hot ttdth a 
ffun; ^Thether each of the guns could hurt someone t the nana of i^ach ^un ? 
and the differences between the Runst I'lnallv, cac!i sublect was handed the 
toy nletol and asked to show the Interviewer how he/she tmuld shoot 
this gun. 

At the end of the Interview the subject was asked not to discuss the 
gun dlsnlav or the nuestlon vrfth the other boys and girls In his class, 
to reduce contamination of resnonses.^^ The Intervlewe^'^s nroblng of 
subjects and teacher renorts Indicated that little discussion actually 
occurred among the children. 
Aggression measure . 

Each child was rated on an IR Item aggression scale, constructed from 
Items from Sears, >^accoby and l^vln (1075)^ bv the child's teacher. The 
teacher was asked to rate the child on each Item uslnp one of five rasnonses 
ranging from verv frenuentlv to verv seldom. The teachers vere further 
Instructed to check over their ratlnps for each child to naVc certain that 
they had conaldercd Individual d-^.fferences among children. Thev vere 
also Instructed that Insofar as nosslble children should be distributed on 
particular behaviors across the different frenuoncv catej^orles. 

The 18 Item scale consisted of 6 Items measuring verbal aggression 
i^th the remaining 12 items measurlnR nhvslcal aggression. Tlie snltt-half 
reliability corrected trtth the Sneaman-?^rwm formula was .^'^ for both . 
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subRcales/ The rellabllltv efltlTnate for the total scale was .97 • The 
In tercor relation betvyeen verbal and nhvalcal af»t>!resf?lon scores r^ns .Pfi, 

Each Item on the a^presslon scale was scored from 5 (verv frenuentlv) 
to 1 (verv seldom). Thus a hlph tfcore Indicated hl^h expressiveness. 
Three scores were generated from the rating scale: verbal af^^resslon 
score, phvslcal aggression score, and a total aggression score. These 
scores nrovlded the dependent measures for the aggression analvses, 

Pesults 

The subiects* responses to the Interviet-j questions t/ere analvzed 
with chl snuare and binomial mialvses to deten^lne age and sex differences. 
These data are presented In Table 1. 
Children's Contact td.th Huns 

As exnected, more bovs (^5X) than girls (^77) renorted that thev 
played with guns. Table 1 shows the sex difference to be significant. 
However, age was not a significant factor in gun nlav as noted bv the chl 
sQuare value, although binomial tests show that more ^ear olds and 
7-8 vear olds nlaved t^th guns (n4^ .05). Table 1 further shews that 
bovs of all ages were Involved In gun nlav, whereas gun nlav among girls 
was confined to those girls ^iho vere vounger than eight vears of age. 

7.he nattem of results for <»uns at home^ including narent ownershln 
of guns, wftlch Is presented In Table 1, Is verv similar to that reported 
for nlav. More bovs than girls renorted that guns w<?re nresent In their 
home, and the chl square value for age was not significant, although 
binomial tests alWHed that more ^••7 and 7-fi vear olds renorted that guns 
were nresent in their homes • 
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Children's ICnmyledge About ^uns 

Table 1 Indicates that as children Increase In ape thev nercelve that 

guns are used mostlv to shoot p^oplt (77% of the sublects Rave this rcsnonse) . 

The chl square value for ape Is significant. Only a fer» children (237, of 

the total aapmle) reported that the major use of guns "as for shooting 

at targets or animals. Children's belief that guns are most often used to 

•hoot neot)le Js clarified further In their resnonses to the nuestlon, "I'ho 

uses guns?" Cowbovs and Indians were the most freouent resnonses given 
and 

by oresdiooly^kindergarten children. The annarent imnllcatlon is that these 
individuals shoot at each other. Cowbovs, oollce and robbers were the 
most frequent choices of first and second graders, whereas hunters and 
police were the main users of guns according to the third grade sublects. 
Altho ^fh older children did not name slgnlf Icantlv more different users 
of guns, according to the data In Table 1 bovs were more Itncwledeeable 
tbout different gun users than girls, and children who nla^'ed with guns 
named more different users of guns than children did not nlav vlth 
guns q(? - 20. A8, df - 9, n ^ .05) . Children's knowledge abont guns was 
evident also In their skill In correctlv shooting a gun. Manv of the 
5 year olds (67% of the bovs and 387 of the girls) could correctlv aim and 
fire the pistol and this S.H11 Increased with age, esneclallv among bovs, 
who were more adent than glr].s. 

The series of nuestlons which focused on the effects of guns produced 
some unexpected responses. Over 7R% o' the children Indicated that death 
would result from a gunshot and this response Increased Wth age, although 
sex was not a factor according to the data In Table 1. Also, plav with 
gtns did not influence this resnonse (jl' - 3.^1, df- 2, n <.05). Hm/ever, 
children tiere not verr accurate In their discrimination of those guns which 
w«re capable of Inflicting bodllv ln.1«rv. Neither age of the child noif 
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••X of the child Increased dlscrlmlnahllltv of those )»uns v^lch could Inflict 
bodllv In.lurv (see Table 1) . further, nlav with suns also failed to Increass 
the child's discrimination ahllltv. Children who nlaved \iith fwns were not 
nore accurate In dlscrlmlnatlnft those Riins x?hlch could Inflict Injurv than 
children ^o did not nlav with guns yL'l, 1 for all four gun discriminations). 

T^en children were asked to Indicate which guns were canable of Inflicting 
death, the data In Table 1 Indicate that age was an Influential factor. 
Mbst children up to ^ vears of age stated that the tov rifle, real nlstol 
and real rifle could Inflict death. Some o^ the younger children Indicated 
Che toy nlstol could Inflict death, and girls thought all guns were canable 
of producing death, although this oercentage decreased with ane. Onlv 257 
of those subjects ^o Indicated thev regularly nlijved with tov gtms were 
able to discriminate those guns with lethal canahllltles. This Inahllltv 
to discriminate guns was substantiated ^urthnr bv the data In Table 1 relating 
to detection of tov versus real guns. Most children under 9 vears o^ age 
were unable to detect the tov i»uns and even 307 of the v«ar old bovs 
did not make a correct discrimination. Plav with guns also did not signi- 
ficantly Increase this dlscrlmlnablllty Cf^i, 1). The realness o^ the tov 
rifle seemed to nresent a problem ^or all of the children. Overall the 
data do not uneoulvocallv sunnort the prediction that children's knowledge 
about gtins increases with age. 
Children's Contact with Puns and Aggressivltv 

In the first series o^ analvses, a 5 (age) X 2 (sex) X 7. (nlav with 
guns) ANOVA was performed on the verbal and nhvalcal at^gresslon subscores 
Slid total aggression score. Age was a slgnlMcant factor In total 
angresslon (F ■ 3.67, df ■ A, 57, p,^.ni), verbal aggression (^ • 5.12, 
df ■ A/57, p <.noi) but not phvulcal aggression (J^ - 2.1?. dj^ - A/57, 



BEST COPY AVAILABLE 



g^<.10). Total apRresalon, verbal aj»ffresfllon, and nhvslcaX apffressfon 
scores Increaned for 5- to 9-vear olds, but then decreased for the n-io 
year olds . Sex also was a sljmlf leant factor in that bovs scored blpher 
than Rlrls on total apfxresalon - 16.90, df » 1/57, o < .01) , verbal 
aggression 10.97, df - 1/57, £<. .01) and nhvslcal af^rression 
(F - 18.31, df - 1/57, n^<.01). These nattems o^ results arc recurrent 
findings In the aggression literature. 

Contrary to nredlctlons children who plaved with fruns did not score 
hlfi^er on total aggression, verbal agfjreaslon, or nhvslcal aggression 
(F»8 ^ 1 iror all three weasures). The mean scores for each of these measures 
art presented In Figure 1. In order to ascertain wore clearlv the relatlonshln 
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between nlay with guns and aggresslvltv, blserlal correlations were performed 
on each of the three measures of aggression. The resulting correlations 
were total aggression (Ms. jj - .06), verbal aggression (bis. r, - -.OOA) , 
and nhyslcal aggression (bis. r - .13). In a further test of the relatlonshln 
betireen nlav with guns and aggression, a median snllt was nerforwed on 
total aggression score, and a chl snuare analysis nerformed. The resulting 
value was nonsignificant (jt'^ 1). A second chl smiare analvsls was ner- 
formed using those subjects x^hose total aggression scores were In the first 
and fourth quartiles. This chl snuare value also was nonsignificant (?C*-^ 1) . 

The Interaction betrreen age and nlav was nonsignificant ^or total 
aggression (J^ - 1.00, df - A/57, n > .05) , verbal aggression (^ - 1.26, 
df ■ A/57, £ y .05), and nhvslcal a(»gres8lon (f_^ 1). The Sex of child X 
Play i^th Runs Interaction also was nonsignificant (^.'fl ^ 1 fo'^ all 
thrM measures) . 20 
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Mscuflfllon 

The contention that puna have aggressive cue pronertlea, and therefore 
a hlstoTv of Run use should Influence aggress Iv Itv , does not obtain much 
support from the results of the nresent studv. Children with a hlstorv of 
plc<r with guns were not slgnlflctntlv more aggressive according to teacher 
ratings of aggresslvltv. This absence of a significant effect needs to 
be Intemreted cautiously, hoi-;ever. One can argue that >uns are most llkelv 
to function as aggressive cues when the Individual Is aroused and then 
placed In an Interpersonal situation. This studv did not tise such manlou- 
latlons, rather it relied on Interview data and teacher ratlnt^^s. Vet It 
semis reasonid)le to assume that teachers observe children In nanv diverse 
settings* such as in the classroom, on the nlavground, In the hallwavs, 
etc., where frustration producing £ro»«ial is llVely and where aggression 
occurs. If guns f motion as aggressive- stimuli then children who have a 
history of nlaving with such obiects should be more aggressive. Converselv 
aggnMive children mav be more llkelv to nlav *;ith guns. The temporal 
seoueneing of the effect doesn't make anv difference in the nresent studv. 
The major concern is with the relationshin between nlav with guns and 
aggression. There is little evidence in this studv that children's plav 
with guns functions as a stimulus antecedent of aggression. A similar 
conclusion was reached bv Boss, nooker, and Buss (197?.), in discussing the 
results of their five attempts to find a weapons effect. Thev concluded 
"...neither the long term use nor the transient firing of a weapon enhances 
subseouent aggression" (p. 302). 

While one can argue that the weapons effect proposed bv Bertowitz (10fi«) 
it based on a single labotatorv studv, the lack of a significant rtlatlonshin 
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between children's plav with Runs and their aRjrresslvUv In this fltudv nav 
be attributed to other factors as well. It seem llkelv that much of 
children's nlay with Runs Involves fantas^ aggression In that children 
engage In nretend games such as cowhovs and Indians and cons and robbers. 
The subiect 's resnonses to the auestlon who uses guns suRgests that chldren 
are frenuent oarticinants in thesft games. tJhlle mch shootlnp occurs and 
the "bad guvs" are killed dead, vet evervone Vxima that the "bad guv" 
quicklv recovers to nlav the game again. That is, death in these circum- 
stances is also fantasv. Through these tvues of nla^ experiences children 
are expressing aggressiveness In an inaginarv context and thev are aware 
that it is all make believe. Therefore these tvnes of exnerlences rrlth 
guns have little effect on aggressive behavior and mav actuallv result in 
decreased aggressiveness, 'eshback (1070) ^resents some evidence v/hich 
suggests that fantasv aggression is nec,atlvelv correlated with overt 
aggression . 

One can argue also that the predicted relationshln bet««en nlav with 
guns and aggressivltv i-rouJ.d have anneared in a situation t*ere the child 
played with the actual ^un, was aroused* and then placed in a notentlal 
aggression situation. However, the findings of *<allick and Mcrandlees 

as well as Rusn et al. (1^72)' largelv negate this argument. Even 
a historv of plaving with guns does not influence aggressiveness . as noted 
bv the absence of a significant interaction between age and nlav with guns . 
In the present study* It seems more reasonable to assurne that aggressive 
behaivlor is the resultant of manv factors, the most influential of which 
are fsnilial. Thus aggressive stimuli such as guns and violence In the 
mass media mav have their greatest effect on children who are high J v 
•ggressivs. This seems to be the conclusion emerging from much of the 
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roearch on the effects of violence In television (e.g., Stein & Frederick, 
1972) . 

The data on children's understandlnf^ about ffuns nresent some unexpected 
findings, ^^hlle ^runs are a wescuJlne nlav ob.lect, 47% o^ the RlrlH Indi- 
cated that they nlaced *rlth puna^and with the exception o^ skill In shooting 
a i^un^ there rrere fe"i sex differences. Thus, whether or not Rlrls nlav 
with guns, thev are about as Vnwledfeable as bova. The Tnass rtedla e^^ect 
undoubtedly centeracte the exnected sex difference. The belief that guns 
are used to shoot neonle, that guns kill, and the categories of gun users 
notsessed by these children suggest that mass media has Influenced their 
tespotjges. Children's understanding of guns seems to be nulte distorted 
bv the contexts In which thev see gims used. Onlv of the children's 
parents had discussed <;uns with their children and the ma1or content of 
the discussion vas a fear annroach focusing on the lethal asnect of guns. 

The expectation that todav's children are sufflclentlv knot^ledjreable 
about guns is not sunnorted bv the data of this studv, '^^rther evidence 
for this statement is present in the general Inabilitv of children to 
correctlv discr.tnlnate tov from real guns. This lacV of discriminabilitv 
was also nrasent imonrt those children vho plaved r»lth guns. Not onlv did 
children generally fall on this discrimination but thev also believed 
that the tov rifle was cannble of inflicting death. The tov rifle had 
a verv real appearance and this nualltw mav have perccntuallv seduced 
the child even though the child encouraged to careful Iv examine each 
gun t-tithout handling It. do not knot^ hov» children actually discriminate 
between real and toy guns, but appearance mav be a malor attribute. This 
observation also mav exnlain in part whv rohberv victims arc somtimes 
fooled * tov gun. \^\nt effect this mlsnerccntlon mav have on children 
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in not loimm. It certninlv T>09fljhle that chllHren nav tnlfltalre a real 

Run for a tov and thus becoTPe a victim of a aerlous accident. Alternately 
children mav helleve that one nulcklv and rtaplcallv recovers *tov\ a punshot 
■Inee that occurs In their nlav. ^^Fhatever their nercentlon It would scetn 
viae to adeauatelv secure all real jtxins In the hone. 

Some notentlal practical Inrllcatlons of this studv should not be 
overlooked. In addition to the exnressed need to adecuatelv store real 
guri8« some comment needs to he made on the distortion In children's under- 
standing of ffuns and the effects of pun rla^^, necause children helleve 
the major use of puns Is to shoot Individuals, and children lack discrimin- 
ative abllltv about puns, more formal Instruction seems to be needed. This 
Instruction mav also reduce the number of accidents Involving children and 
punSf Secondlv, the concern, trhlch emerped after the assassination of John 
Kennedy, Martin Luther Klnp, and Robert Kennedy, about children's <^un nlsv 
resulting In more violence does not seem to be t^1sll founded. Children an^ear 
to be uslnp pun nla^^ In an Imaplnatlve context and bv so dolnp thev mav 
be redudnp the need for Intemersonal appresslveness. 
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Figure Caption 



Figure 1« Mean aggression scores for verbal, physical, and total aggression. 
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